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Pan Zareta 


June 15, 1215 


On the day the Magna Carta barons 


made themselves immortal, 


one of my Bakongo ancestors sat 


at the edge of the Congo rainforest. 


She looked up at the stars, 


much more radiant in a world without 


halogen lights and skyglow. 


I don’t know her name, but I know that 


she turned her beautiful face up to the moon, 


and that the light brightened her eyes. 


one of my ancestors from Belmullet 


walked beside the waters of Cnocan na Line. 


The wind swept her hair into her mouth. 


Her mother called out to her—back up the path we go. 


She turned one last time to look at the bay 


before running — 


running all the way back to their home. 


one of my ancestors from the woodlands in Karelia wrapped up in a 
too-thin shawl 


and gazed up at the still-darkening sky. 


I don’t know whether she saw birds or the Northern Lights— perhaps 
neither. 


But she went back inside and warmed her cold and calloused hands. 


one of my ancestors basked in the sun in Andalusia— 


a girl from a family of Moriscos who weren’t yet Moriscos. 


In those days, they would openly make their duas. 


On that warm summer night, after the sun had set, her family 
gathered 


and ate lamb, lentils, and pomegranates. 


one of my ancestors from the Highlands 


sighed and turned her back on the mains. 


She watched the fog rolling over the River Ness, 


the same way I watched tonight’s thunderstorm overtake our small 
pond. 


Gray sky, gray-black water—but the grass, 


the grass is still so green and lovely. 


Not unlike the grass at Runnymede— 


but a bit prettier. A bit more verdant. 


On that long ago day, 


the day the barons made empty promises to a knavish king, 


my ancestors baked bread, ran through the woods, picked fruit from 
the trees beside their homes. 


I can only assume, of course — 


I don’t have their names or signatures. 


But I can preserve their memories 


without a sheepskin, 


without the blessing of royals or nobles. 


Sweet Potato 


Out in the garden, 


we plant sweet potatoes 


and morning glories. 


I’ve been thinking about the sorghum 


my grandfather used to grow, and 


how he filled his fields with 


something small and sweet. 


Our family has always tried to grow something simple and 
sturdy, 


to give the next generation a chance to 


reap a honeyed harvest. 


The garden is always giving me 


something ripe and useful, 


even though my shoes are stained 


and my hands are filthy. 


Freshly-tilled soil clings to my ankles— 


like a flower, 


I’ve been planted in the mud. 


Like a garden spade, 


I’ve been made to move the earth. 


I haven’t been asked to move Heaven yet, 


but that’s only because 


someone else who came before me 


tried to take care of it first. 


Sinners, saints, planters — 


we re always growing something. 


And when we harvest, 


we enjoy the fruit — 


but only after we’ve thanked the seed. 


Earthblind 


I’ve pulled blue tails off of wild skinks. 


I’ve blown dandelions and scattered weeds far and wide. 


I’ve yanked four-leaf clovers from the ground, 


and I’ve prayed I haven’t drained them of their luck as I’ve drained 
them of their life. 


I let my car send out too much exhaust, because I’m too nervous and 
too tired to get out of the car, to step outside, to be a human being. 


I get mad at the power lines for scarring the landscape, and then I 
remember that electricity is the only reason I can take pictures and 
send them to you. 


I break eye contact easily, but I can’t run a stop sign — even when no 
cars are coming — if I see a robin in the grass watching me. 


I’ve started noticing the small things that look back at me. 


And I’ve come to regret all of the times I praised the waves in the 
ocean, 


but didn’t look out for the lilies in the pond. 


Tuxedo 


Tuxedo — 


I love this word. 


I imagine there are lots of 


other words to be loved, 


to be used to show my love. 


I imagine a narcissist 


with a stray-cat ego 


looking forward to the feeding — 


all dressed up in a new tuxedo. 


But I had no time for luxury. 


I had to douse myself 


in perfume and cologne 


to be able to stand 


going to the nursing home. 


Dressing up hasn* always been fun. 


What I love most about the tuxedo 


is how quick and fleeting it is. 


Three syllables 


that you can take off, 


send to the thrift store, 


or burn in the backyard. 


Cassini’s Grand Finale 


I’m in the last phase of my mission — 


my final fly-by, my ceaseless running in circles, my chasing you 
with every fiber of my being, my endless orbit of your world. 


It will all be over soon. 


I gave Huygens my only parachute, 


so I won't be able to land again. 


I will fall harder than I’ve ever fallen, 


and I'll be lucky if I crumble before impact. 


I will carry out the most dangerous part of my mission: 
worshiping you one more time, passing between you and your 
rings, 


the barrier you put between us — 


not to keep me out, but to keep yourself penned in. 


I’ve studied you for years, and I’m beginning to feel sorry for you. 


I will be the first one to leave, and you 


will be almost alone again. 


You have your moons who know you so well. 


I only had the space between the stars. 


But for my grand finale, I will let you swallow me alive, 


and I won’t let you win — 


but I will let you absorb me, 


in the hope that you will become 


something more like me. 


The Big Cheese 


The soft brick of Colby Jack 


goes into the deli drawer and 


hibernates through the season. 


He puts on his best fur coat, 


a blend of greens and whites, 


and won’t emerge until 


the lights of Christmas and New Year’s Eve have faded away, 


when the last sparklers have been packed up to the attic, 


when the last drops of champagne have drained away. 


In my post-holiday stupor, I will still take the cheese out to the back 
patio, 


perform surgery on the moldy areas, 


salvage the best bits, 


and share the big cheese with the small birds. 


Tabs Opened 


lost in the taiga 


whiskey in my chai 


naimhdeas means what 


what are the vagaries 


best holiday movies not corny 


why winter feels sticky 


what to say the last time you see someone 


Beggar’s Ride 


If wishes were horses, 


I would ride across the Texas plains on Rocinante. 


If anxious thoughts were mules, 


I would travel on this burro for hours and hours, 


even if I lacked a saddle and harness. 


I bloodied my hands with blackberries from the edge of the 
farthest fields. 


I busied my hands with clovers, weaving chains into crowns for 
you. 


You wouldn’t even shoe my pony for me, or give me room in the 
stable — 


so I'll sleep outside, gazing up at the stars, just like a good 
cowgirl, 


just like a free-range woman. 


Passion Play 


There’s a heaviness in my belly 


when I must go back home 


to the empty house. 


The things that wait for me 


can’t be contained under a roof 


or behind a locked door, 


and so I don’t put much stock in the tangibles. 


Someday, there will be a chance 


to see the things that are bigger than this, 


to be a part of a world much bigger than myself. 


Someday, I'll find a way to unite the past 


with the present and the future. 


Someday, I'll be able to bring all of my folks together, 


where taiga and mfinda meet. 


In the present, we can be here for each other — 


all of us, pitching in where we can. 


We can make happiness for each other, 


until we’re beyond all the weariness, 


until we only have honey 


and no thorns. 


The Playing Card 


Saturn returns this spring, 


right when it’s time to throw out 


all the old letters he sent, 


just in time for me to finally grow up. 


If I play my cards right, 


I can teach myself how to be a grown woman. 


But did I remember what Saturn did to his son? 


By Jove, I did! 


And now it’s time for me to choose my words carefully — 


because Saturn is in my third house, 


because I feel like a guest in my own house— 


and I must finally tell you: 


I will be traveling in a different orbit, 


and I won't be falling past you, 


because I'll be moving toward a brighter star. 


Fleuve Congo 


There’s no need to spy into the depths 


to feel there’s something beyond 


the steady flow you’ve shown the world. 


The bends, the oxbows, the islands — 


you've let the world see the peripheral parts of yourself, 


the parts that aren’t easily hidden, 


the most obvious features. 


Just as the deepest river eventually meets the ocean, 


someday, a time will come to share 


the contents of your deepest currents 


and the stories you've tried to submerge in the undertow. 


When the ships reach the coastal ports 


and the tides lap the riverbanks, 


there will be people enough to take in 


whatever it is that you're willing to share. 


Tiya 


I remember searching for names, 


finding fire and a gift from God, 


and wondering if two words spelled differently 


but pronounced the same way 


could mean something new in a new place, 


in a new century, 


on a fresh label in well-worn family album, 


written by a mother’s gentle hand. 


XXIX 


There are dents in my skirt, 


and the lipstick I so lovingly applied is spreading to my chin because 


I never learned how to be ladylike. 


In my twenty-nine years, I’ve learned 


a few things, 


but I still haven’t taught myself 


how to be an ideal or an idol. 


But I’ve never wanted to be great— 


I just wanted to do the right thing in the moment, 


even when I felt silly, 


even if I felt like I didn’t look pretty while 


doing the muddy business of living life. 


Pan Zareta 


Sure, she had no foals— 


though whether this was part of her plan 


was unknown to me. 


She made her name by making sacrifices — 


giving herself over to the bettors, 


to the debtors, 


to earning money for others, 


as so many of us do. 


They'll send me back out on the turf, too, 


so long as I can drag myself 


over the finish line. 


Flying through a tropical storm 


to get home to a hurricane — 


I didn’t mind the wind, 


but, Lord, I didn’t need all the rain. 


Broken by pneumonia 


in New Orleans on Christmas Day, 


the queen heads down the turf one last time, 


with a crown, a record, 


a fresh mound of Earth, 


and a steady stream of flowers — 


in the form of funeral wreaths and 


rose garlands. 


